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ABSTRACT Where ethnic violence divides groups by both religious and tribal affiliation, how does
the ‘ethnic’ characterization of conflict affect perceptions of the crises? From a survey experiment in
Jos, Nigeria, we find that priming respondents with religious versus tribal conflict frames leads
respondents to differently interpret the causes of violence, with religious issues viewed as the
most salient cause of violence and religion the most important solution. The findings emphasize
that where more than one ethnic identity is salient to conflict, the causes of violence take on
different meaning depending on how individuals interpret the ethnic dimension of local violence.
Introduction
In Jos, Nigeria, grassroots, religious, and international (or internationally funded) organiz-
ations engage in programmes to restore communal trust between the ethnic groups affected
by intense bouts of communal violence recurring since 2001. Yet, peace meetings between
local stakeholders, traditional leaders, religious leaders, and political representatives are
often characterized by disagreements regarding the fundamental question of what type
of ethnic conflict Jos actually represents. In one peace meeting of prominent local actors
and officials observed in 2011, the goal of the event—to come to a consensus on peace-
building strategies—made little headway on the actual topic of peacebuilding. Participants
instead argued about whether the conflict was really religious, tribal,1 or rooted in non-
ideational factors such as political or economic disputes, or some combination of these
(Vinson, 2017).
This anecdote illustrates the importance of local perceptions of the ethnic dimensions of
identity-based conflict, as well as critical questions of empirical significance for ethnic
conflict studies. Regarding the latter, the designation ‘ethnic’ is commonly used as an
umbrella category for various ethnic identities—e.g. language, caste, race, tribe, and reli-
gion (Chandra, 2012, p. 9; Chandra & Wilkinson, 2008, p. 519; Horowitz, 1985, p. 53).
However, treating cases of ethnic conflict that might have different identity dimensions
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as merely cases of some larger ‘type,’ or as synonymous with tribal or ethno-linguistic con-
flict, overlooks potential empirical differences in identity and conflict mobilization (e.g.
Gurses, 2015; Vinson, 2020). Further, many communities affected by ethnic conflict,
from Myanmar and India to Nigeria and the Central African Republic, experience conflict
with overlapping ethno-tribal and ethno-religious dimensions. These conflicts are some of
the most intractable in the world, defying attempts at peacebuilding by local and global
leaders. Despite considerable research on the causes of ethnic violence (e.g. Horowitz,
1985; Laitin, 1986; Varshney, 2001), gaps remain in our understanding of the role of iden-
tity in shaping inter-group attitudes and incentives for violence (see Gohdes, 2017; Gurr,
2017; Hale, 2017), particularly when ethnic conflict is characterized by overlapping clea-
vages such as religion and tribe. In communities where communal violence divides groups
by more than one overlapping ethnic identity, does the particular ‘ethnic’ characterization
of conflict affect how community members perceive the root causes of the crises and assign
blame?
This unanswered question has important implications. As noted above, ethnic groups
may be characterized by various identity cleavages—e.g. race, religion, tribe/kinship,
caste, and language—with divergent symbolic dimensions that are not captured by the pro-
minent models or tools of analysis. This clouds our understanding of how individual per-
ceptions of ethnic identity shape inter-group attitudes and mobilization. Noting this
shortcoming, McCauley (2017, p. 16) observes, ‘Models that treat groups simply as
groups explain a spectrum of conflicts with concise logic, yet they fall short in recognizing
some of the systematic differences that arise across identity contexts.’ Conflating ethnic
dimensions risks overlooking how these different identities may distinctly shape individual
perceptions of and attitudes towards violence and peace, as well as the causes of violence
and its perpetrators (Dowd, 2014, p. 165; Gurses, 2015, 2018).
We test arguments that different ethnic identities can distinctly shape perceptions of
conflict and inter-group attitudes by exploring group blame and issue blame in the
context of communal violence2 in Jos, Nigeria, where religious and tribal identities
overlap. Through the use of a survey experiment across the greater Jos metropolis, we
examine the effect of different identity conflict frames on how individuals view the
causes of communal violence in Jos, the driving issues, and the implications in terms of
their views of conflict resolution and solutions. Testing a series of hypotheses, we
ultimately find that priming the conflict through an identity frame—tribal and/or
religious—shapes individuals’ views of the conflict issue and solutions, even if they are
more circumspect about who is to blame for the violence. Overall, the findings support
our argument that ethnic conflict should not be reduced simply to political or material
explanations, as perceptions of conflict, particularly in contexts of different types of
ethnic identities, can distinctly shape views of local communal violence.
Literature Review
Various factors exacerbate ethnic cleavages and result in inter-group violence, including
the economic disparities between ethnic communities (Fjelde & Østby, 2014; Gurr,
2000; Pierskalla & Sacks, 2017; Stewart, 2008); self-interested political entrepreneurs
who mobilize ethnic identities—the instrumentalist argument—particularly around elec-
tion periods (Brass, 1997; Gagnon, 1994; Posner, 2004); and ethnic favouritism or weak
mechanisms of inclusion at the national level (Miguel, 2004). In contrast, ideational or
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constructivist theories emphasize that work focusing on material interests and political
entrepreneurs is incomplete if it does not consider how ascriptive or cultural identities
and their symbolic markers shape and constrain mobilization (Brubaker & Laitin, 1998;
Horowitz, 2001; Kaufman, 2001). The middle ground in this debate recognizes that iden-
tity can be strategically mobilized, but also rooted in salient local identity narratives (e.g.
Horowitz, 2001, p. 47; Laitin, 1986; Ross, 2009; Varshney, 2003). We too take seriously
the significance of cultural identities in (differently) shaping inter-group attitudes and con-
flict, as opposed to analyses that treat identity as merely subject to the mobilization whims
of political entrepreneurs motivated purely by economic and political ambition. While
material and political interests and incentives can also be fundamental drivers of conflict,
this project similarly emphasizes that how grievances or conflict issues are associated with
cultural identity matters. We ultimately believe that both material and ideational causes
matter, even if the focus of this paper is on the different dimensions of identity. Better
understanding the construction of these identities—how identities are mapped onto and
shape perceptions of conflict causes, issues, and solutions—in local contexts of ethnic vio-
lence, then, can tell us more about the capacity of these identities to serve as salient sources
of not only conflict mobilization but also peacebuilding (see also Gurses, 2015, 2018).
Recent scholarship focuses on the impact of identity on inter-group attitudes in the
context of ethnic conflict, cleavages, or political violence. Critiques of macro-level aggre-
gate studies of ethnic conflict echo Green and Seher’s (2003, p. 524) call for exploring
‘micro-level processes’ through tools of social psychological analysis (e.g. Canetti-
Nisim et al., 2008; Flesken, 2014; Gohdes, 2017; Kasara, 2013, p. 934; McDoom, 2012;
Smirnova & Lliev, 2017; see Canetti et al., 2019) to better understand how individuals per-
ceive and construct their identity vis-à-vis others (Gohdes, 2017; McDoom, 2012, p. 121).
Aggregate studies typically cannot capture how the different dimensions of identity, the
possible sub-group divisions in identity construction, or differences in individual processes
of identification (e.g. within categories of Muslim or Christian) influence conflict (see
McDoom, 2012). Further, coding conflict events as a ‘type’ of ethnic conflict based on
broad group identities tells us little about the actual role of ethnic identity or its salience
to the conflict (see Canetti et al., 2019, p. 738; Gohdes, 2017, p. 30). More broadly, we
are unable to determine from macro-level data how or under what conditions aspects of
ethnic identity matter for ethnic conflict processes (e.g. Smirnova & Lliev, 2017; see
also Selvanathan & Leidner, 2020).
These and other critiques have thus given rise to research in the micro-level vein that
explores how identity affects intergroup attitudes and interacts with other factors to
shape in-group identification and out-group hostility, prejudice, or policy discrimination
in ethnic conflict or divided societies (e.g. Aroopala, 2012; Canetti et al., 2019; Canetti-
Nisim et al., 2008; Flesken, 2014; Kasara, 2013; McDoom, 2012; Selvanathan &
Leidner, 2020; Smirnova & Lliev, 2017). For example, Kalin and Siddiqui (2020) find
that intolerant and discriminatory attitudes toward the Ahmadi religious minority in
Pakistan are mediated by how closely the minority is identified with the nation (see also
Charnysh et al., 2015). Flesken (2014) examines how changing political events in
Bolivia affected group cohesion and self-categorization in relationship to indigenous iden-
tity and race.
Understanding how identity and conflict interact is also an important area of study in the
peacebuilding literature. Research explores how to reduce inter-group hostility based
around identity cleavages through dialogue or ‘contact’ interventions. Stemming from
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Allport’s (1954) work on contact theory, studies using surveys and experiments generally
confirm the positive effects of intergroup contact on individual attitudes, although such
studies are generally not conducted in a context of ongoing ethnic conflict (e.g. see discus-
sion in Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). Intergroup dialogue or contact can reduce discrimination
or stereotypes and generally promote more positive intergroup perceptions (e.g. Dessel &
Rogge, 2008; Scacco &Warren, 2018; Tusicisny, 2017). Hence, better understanding how
ethnic identity distinctly shapes inter-group attitudes serves the goals of conflict resolution
in divided societies.
Our study also emphasizes micro-level analysis of ethnic identity and conflict, however,
we focus on an understudied area—inter-group attitudes where there are multiple salient
overlapping ethnic identities that serve as meaningful conflict cleavages, as is common
to African and South Asian conflict cases (see Basedau et al., 2011). For example, in
Myanmar, persecution of non-indigenous ethnic Rohingya (Muslim) and indigenous
ethnic Burmese (Hindu) takes on more than one ethnic dimension. Similarly, Sri Lanka
experienced decades of violence between the majority Sinhalese Buddhist population
and the Tamil Hindu minority. Stewart (2008, p. 12) notes the overlap of ethnic and reli-
gious identities in Poso, Indonesia (affected by communal violence in the early 2000s) and
the Balkans, as well as the overlap of caste and ethnicity in Nepal. Similarly, ethnic conflict
in north-central Nigeria also involves overlapping ethno-tribal and ethno-religious
cleavages.
As Kolås (2017) observes in northeast India, and similar to our own anecdotal fieldwork
observations, the ‘ethnic conflict’ label is itself a point of contestation among local com-
munities. If individuals possess multiple identities that can become salient when activated
by political or socio-economic changes (Brubaker, 2015; Chandra, 2012, p. 3; Wimmer,
2008), what is the significance of these different identity associations when more than
one is ‘activated’ or a part of local conflict frames? For example, Canetti et al. (2019,
p. 738) find that divergent conflict frames—nationalist vs. religious—in the context of
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict are not merely semantics to local actors; they can ‘also
entail downstream effects on behavior, leading to different prognostic assessments about
the conflict’ and shape the willingness of individuals to resolve the conflict. Rather than
impose an identity or non-identity label on a conflict, we ask how individuals affected
by conflict interpret salient conflict frames.
To assess whether or how individuals associate salient ethnic identities in Jos with local
communal violence, we designed a survey experiment to study how the ethnic priming of
communal conflict as religious and/or tribal affects individuals’ perceptions of the conflict
causes and who is to blame. This approach will tell us not only whether viewing local con-
flict and violence through an ethnic lens meaningfully shapes individuals’ views of the
conflict (as opposed to viewing it through a non-identity lens), but also whether there
are meaningful differences in individuals’ views of the conflict if they are primed to
view it through a tribal or religious lens. As we find, the relationship is by no means
straightforward, with significant variation between the identity issues (tribal vs. religious)
seen as underlying conflict and whether tribal or religious groups are to blame for conflict.
Case Study Motivation and Context
The north-central or Middle Belt region of Nigeria has been particularly prone to commu-
nal ethnic violence since the mid-1980s. Plateau state, of which Jos is the capital, was one
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of the most peaceful states in the Middle Belt, avoiding the conflagrations occurring in
neighbouring states (Best, 2008, p. 10). However, since 2001, Jos has become one of
the cities prone to recurring communal violence, including particularly deadly bouts of
ethnic riots in 2001, 2004, 2008 and 2010 (Best, 2008; Higazi, 2011; Krause, 2019;
Madueke, 2018; Ostien, 2009; Vinson, 2017), along with more recent farmer-herder
clashes with ethnic dimensions (International Crisis Group, 2018). Paden (2012, p. 79),
discussing the upsurge in ethno-religious violence in Nigeria notes, ‘Without question,
Plateau State has had the largest number of violent deaths from conflict of any state in
Nigeria: many thousands have died since 1999.’ Four days of violence in 2010 sparked
by a local dispute, for example, killed at least 1,000 Jos residents and displaced an esti-
mated 10,000–18,000 (Human Rights Watch, 2011; Krause, 2011; Kwaja, 2011). A
number of smaller, less deadly incidents have contributed to the ongoing local concern
that violence could, given the right kind of spark, engulf parts of the city once again.
Hence, Jos is an important context for this study, since it ‘is in the center of the
country, where the plate tectonics of ethnicity and religion interact, and where the symbo-
lism of Muslim–Christian cooperation or conflict have enormous implications for the
whole country’ (Paden, 2012, p. 95).
Considering the array of causal factors cited, it is no surprise that Falola (1998, p. 12ff)
concludes, ‘it is clear that a monocausal explanation is grossly inadequate’ (see also Paden,
2012, p. 97ff). Rather, scholars offer important insight into factors at different levels con-
tributing to or incentivizing violent mobilization. On the political front, the increase in
communal ethnic violence, particularly since Nigeria’s transition to civilian rule in
1999, can be attributed to a range of national- and local-level factors. Scholars emphasize,
for example, weak government institutions and weak or failed security provisions (Kwaja,
2011; Mayowa, 2001); the manipulation of religion in the struggle for political power at the
national and local levels (Falola, 1998, pp. 2–5; Kwaja, 2011); the lack of power-sharing or
political representation in local government councils (Bunte & Vinson, 2016; Vinson,
2017); political and economic inequalities or exclusion in local representation, particularly
the manipulation of indigeneity politics for local political gain (Higazi, 2011, p. 7; Kwaja,
2011; Ostien, 2009); political competition or patronage politics (Best, 2008, p. 21; Higazi,
2011, p. 9); the presence or absence of local leaders and social networks to constrain
violent mobilization (Krause, 2017; Scacco, 2010); and religious revivalism within and
competition between both Islam and Christianity (Paden, 2012, pp. 78–79). The research
emphasizes, therefore, that political actors have clearly exacerbated the conflict and com-
petition for power, such as political competition over control of the Jos North local govern-
ment area and over influential state and local government positions or appointments. Given
not only the political but also economic implications for the conflict communities, it is not
surprising that political events have become a locus of conflict that has at times sparked
communal violence or furthered tensions.
As noted in the introduction, however, the role of ethno-tribal and ethno-religious
identity—the way in which it is mapped onto and mobilized in local communal
violence—is a constant subject of debate in Jos (and elsewhere in the Middle Belt) due
to the overlapping dimensions of tribal and religious identities. The conflict in Jos could
clearly be read as an ethno-tribal conflict pitting indigenous Berom, Afizere, and
Anaguta against the non-indigenous Hausa-Fulani (Madueke, 2018; Segun & Jegede,
2013). On the other hand, religious divisions are also highly salient or a useful cleavage,
with indigenous and non-indigenous designations breaking down neatly along Christian
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versus Muslim lines (Krause, 2011, 2017, p. 270; Vinson, 2020). Madueke (2018, p. 449)
notes that the city’s segregation as a product of communal violence can be described as
‘either religious or ethno-linguistic or both,’ and that ‘[i]n Jos city centre, segregation is
mainly religious but also ethnolinguistic in some cases, since religious and ethno-linguistic
boundaries tend to overlap’ (see similar discussion in Best, 2008; Higazi, 2011; Krause,
2017; Madueke & Vermeulen, 2018; Osaretin & Akov, 2013, p. 351; Paden, 2012,
p. 76; Segun & Jegede, 2013). Shedrack Gaya Best (2008, p. 21), local scholar and
expert, also observes that both the settler vs. indigenous and Muslim vs. Christian associ-
ations are similarly useful to ‘pursue certain agendas and interests as well as [to] exclude
and discriminate against others.’ This leads Krause (2011, np) to conclude that while the
dispute over indigene versus settler rights will need to be effectively addressed in order to
achieve a lasting peace, ‘religious leaders will have to take responsibility for deconstruct-
ing the perceptions of existential threat to religious identity that have become entrenched in
many people’s daily lives.’ Due to these dynamics, Jos represents a case in which overlap-
ping ethnic cleavages are highly salient to the communal violence.
Theory and Hypotheses
Given the salience of these identities, do individuals in Jos interpret violence differently
depending on the ethnic identity perceived as central to the conflict? Individuals may
simply find it cognitively straightforward to blame the group associated with the reported
identity of the actors involved in communal violence, believing that, with the increased sal-
iency of ethnic cleavages in Nigerian politics, appeals to group identity powerfully
mobilize actors. On the other hand, anecdotal evidence from interviews and peace meet-
ings during previous fieldwork suggests that Jos residents may have a more complex
view of conflict actors and issues. They may be resistant to label violence in Jos and the
region as fundamentally a battle betweenMuslims and Christians writ large, but may none-
theless perceive religious issues or offences as central to mobilization. This may particu-
larly be the case since seemingly minor or symbolic religious offenses have become
common instigators of violence in Jos and the Middle Belt (Human Rights Watch,
2001, p. 7; Krause, 2011; Vinson, 2020). Similarly, based on the previous discussion of
the ethno-tribal dimensions of the Jos crisis, it is possible individuals perceive ethno-
tribal violence as rooted in failures to adequately resolve the indigeneity issue, rather
than a fundamental group incompatibility. Even if the ethnic cleavages (tribal and reli-
gious) in a community neatly overlap, perceptions of the groups or issues responsible
for violence may vary depending on the inferred identity dimension, since the symbolism
and ideas associated with salient ethnic categories may differ.
Given the recognition of ethnic identity as a basis for in-group and out-group threat or
prejudice (e.g. Canetti-Nisim et al., 2008; McDoom, 2012; Smirnova & Lliev, 2017), we
expect that individual perceptions of who is to blame for conflict will follow directly from
the inferred source of conflict. Like much previous work that treats ethnicity as an umbrella
category inclusive of various descent based attributes, the first hypothesis aggregates iden-
tity into a single ‘ethnic’ category:
Hypothesis 1a (Non-identity Group Blame): Subjects will be more likely to ident-
ify an identity group—religious or tribal—as responsible for conflict when prompted
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with information indicating identity-based violence than when no identity dimension
is noted (i.e. ‘communal conflict’).
Second, we agree with recent critiques of the ethnic politics literature that aggregating
identity dimensions obfuscates important differences that may exist between identities
and conflict perceptions (e.g. Canetti et al., 2019; Gohdes, 2017; McCauley, 2017). If indi-
vidual perceptions of conflict vary as we expect, the association of religion with violence
should tap into distinct attitudes that place conflict responsibility on religious groups. Con-
versely, individuals should be more likely to associate conflict with tribal groups when pre-
sented with information that violence erupted along tribal lines. This leads to two
additional hypotheses:
Hypothesis 1b (Religious Group Blame): Subjects will be more likely to identify
religious groups as responsible for conflict when prompted with information indicat-
ing religious violence.
Hypothesis 1c (Tribal Group Blame): Subjects will be more likely to identify tribal
groups as responsible for conflict when prompted with information indicating tribal
violence.
Alternatively, we believe that subtleties may exist among individuals when reflecting
on the causes of violence, particularly, whether groups or underlying issues are to
blame for communal conflict. Blame follows the typical in-group versus out-group
psychological logic (see Brewer, 1999; Tajfel & Turner, 2004), whereby individuals
assess external groups’ responsibility for conflict differently from their own. Individ-
uals may focus on and distinguish between what issues the groups are disputing,
rather than blaming group members. For example, if the issue is that tribal leaders
are disputing a communal resource, then negotiations can focus on an equitable div-
ision of the resource, and then enforcement of this agreement within their group. We
therefore expect that prompting individuals with information that a conflict is both
tribal and religious will lead individuals to identify tribal or religious issues as the
source of conflict:
Hypothesis 2a (Non-identity Issue Cause): Subjects will be more likely to identify
an identity issue—religious or tribal—at the root of violence when prompted with
information indicating identity-based violence (‘tribal or religious’) than when no
identity dimension (‘communal’) is noted.
Similar to Hypotheses 1b and 1c, however, we argue that significant differences may exist
along distinct dimensions of ethnicity, with information of tribal conflict leading to percep-
tions of tribal issues as the cause, and information of religious conflict leading to percep-
tion of religious issues as the cause:
Hypothesis 2b (Religious Issue Cause): Subjects will be more likely to identify
religious issues as the root of conflict when prompted with information indicating
religious violence.
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Hypothesis 2c (Tribal Issue Cause): Subjects will be more likely to identify tribal
issues as the root of conflict when prompted with information indicating tribal
violence.
Finally, it is possible that certain identity dimensions, such as religious identity, may be
considered more salient than other ethnic dimensions, even when both serve as a potential
source of ethnic conflict (see Hasenclever & Rittberger, 2000). With the increasing role of
Christianity and Islam in national politics since the 1970s, the radicalization of Islam, the
emergence of Boko Haram as a major security threat in the far north (especially since
2011), and the widespread incidence of communal violence in north-central Nigeria span-
ning various tribal divisions, individuals may be more likely to view the main actors and
underlying causes through a religion-coloured lens. With the increasing influence since the
1970s of religious umbrella bodies like the Christian Association of Nigeria and Jamatu
Nasri Islam—who not only advocate on behalf of their group interests at the highest pol-
itical levels but also often interpret inter-group violence through a religious lens (see
Campbell & Page, 2018; Vinson, 2017)—religion is an important identity conflict frame
in Nigeria.
It is not entirely clear, however, that individuals place the primary blame for local con-
flict on religious differences. As observed at peace meetings and other occasions during
fieldwork in 2011 and 2016, individuals also cite a host of political, economic, and non-
identity issues as central to the violence in Jos. Nonetheless, the broader sacralization of
conflict may shape individual perceptions of the violence despite the salient ethno-tribal
cleavages:
Hypothesis 3a (Blame): Compared to tribal identity, subjects will be more likely to
identify religious groups as responsible for conflict when prompted with information
indicating no explicit identity dimension to local violence (i.e. ‘communal’).
Hypotheses 3b (Cause): A higher proportion of subjects will identify religion as the
root of violence even when prompted with information indicating tribal violence




In the ethnic politics literature, lab or field-based survey experiments are a common
approach to gauge individuals’ perceptions or attitudes toward an outgroup following a rel-
evant intervention (e.g. Samii, 2013; Scacco & Warren, 2018; Svensson & Brouneus,
2013). We believe that a randomized survey experiment is a powerful method for
testing perceptions of different ethnic dimensions and that Jos provides an ideal context
for studying these ethnic differences. Our empirical analysis relies on individual survey
data from a total of 1,769 surveys collected during the summer of 2016 in Jos, Nigeria.3
Randomly sampling individuals is impossible in Jos as there is no list of the population.
It is common to use sampling techniques based on ‘walking’ various geographic areas
from starting points such as polling stations (e.g. Finkel et al., 2012). However, such
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sampling techniques are less than ideal, as they rely on polling stations being spatially cor-
related with population density, and we are wary of this assumption.4
We used a geographic sampling method by overlaying Jos and the immediate surround-
ing area with a grid and then randomly selected cells within this grid to conduct surveys
(QGIS Development Team, 2016). We attempted to control for population density by
counting the number of distinct building constructions within each cell using satellite
imagery (Google, 2016) and randomly sampling one building for each five buildings in
selected cells. Selected buildings represented a location a survey experiment would be con-
ducted (cells without any buildings were discarded). Research assistants from the Univer-
sity of Jos were trained and then sent to each of these selected locations via GPS device to
conduct a survey with a tablet device using the Questionnaire Development System (QDS)
software (Nova Research Company, 2016), allowing the survey to be conducted via audio
for illiterate participants. An adult from each location was randomly selected and offered
the opportunity to take the survey.
A number of precautions were taken to ensure the safety of participants and research
assistants. First, research assistant training focused on safety, and they were placed in
Christian or Muslim pairs so they could be sent to Christian and Muslim neighbourhoods,
respectively. This was important, as strangers, particularly strangers from another compet-
ing tribal/religious group, might be seen with suspicion and challenged. Second, research
assistants were instructed to abandon any survey where they perceived any threat to them-
selves and to report any instances so these areas could be avoided in the future. Third,
research assistants were given letters from a reputable local educational institution (the
University of Jos) to establish their credibility, and were recruited from the university
itself. Finally, all research assistants were strictly instructed on the importance of debrief-
ing participants to avoid the spread of conflict rumours.5
The Survey Experiment
The survey experiment included an intervention of a carefully constructed hypothetical
news article constructed by the researchers.6 One of four possible interventions was ran-
domly assigned to a participant. Figure 1 in the Appendix presents the four hypothetical
news articles that served as randomized treatments. Article A serves as a control from
which the effects of the other treatments can be compared. The baseline article notes
that ‘communal’ conflict has resulted in dozens of deaths, that the event was nearby,
and calls back to recent episodes of violence. Each of the other articles retains the same
underlying facts, but presents the incidents as either religious (Article B), tribal (Article
C ), or both religious and tribal (Article D). The articles make no reference to causes of
the violence. Thus, the participant may be presented with a conflict event framed along
one or both of the two dimensions of ethnic identity salient in Jos, and their perception
of conflict and the various ‘actors’ noted at the end of the article can be examined. Each
article is related to a pair of our competing hypotheses.
To ensure the treatment is strong enough to elicit the attention of participants, we note
that ‘no fewer than 50 persons were killed.’ In the context of Jos and the broader northern
region of Nigeria, this level of violence signifies a fairly major incident of communal vio-
lence. According to data collected by Vinson (2020, p. 26) on ethno-religious and ethno-
tribal communal violence between 1979 and 2011 in northern Nigeria, ethnic communal
violence most commonly involves 1–10 deaths (approximately 68% of all lethal incidents),
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while incidents with 26–50 deaths and 51–100 deaths account for around 10% and 7% of
total lethal incidents, respectively. Jos has experienced communal ethnic violence at all
levels over the past two decades, with some small-scale incidents involving a few
deaths, and other clashes, such as those in 2008 and 2010, leading to as many as 700–
1,000 deaths (Krause, 2011). Although Jos and the surrounding area is commonly affected
by incidents involving a handful of deaths, subjects might question why they had not heard
of a case of violence involving hundreds of dead. An incident in the range of 50 deaths
qualifies as a significant incident of communal violence, given that smaller incidents
and even clashes in which one person is killed can bring soldiers out to the streets, shut
Figure 1. Comparison of proportions and confidence intervals of dependent variables. Each plot
contains the proportion of responses for a dependent variable across the control and three
treatments, with the left column of plots illustrating the three ‘blame’ dependent variables, and
the right column of plots representing the ‘issue’ dependent variables
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down an entire neighbourhood, and/or lead to a curfew on the entire city. In short, balan-
cing these considerations, we opted to reference approximately 50 deaths to emphasize the
significance of the incident and elicit subjects’ true perceptions and attitudes as they reflect
on similar events in Jos while maintaining the plausibility of the article.7
Two questions in the survey experiment are related to the hypotheses. The first question
asks ‘Who do you think is most responsible for causing this type of violence when it has
occurred in Jos?’ The possible answers include religious groups, tribal groups, politicians,
youths, and cults. From this question, we derive three dependent variables to conform to
our hypotheses. A binary ‘religious’ variable is coded ‘1’ if a respondent indicates reli-
gious groups are to blame, and ‘0’ otherwise. A binary ‘tribal’ variable is coded ‘1’ if a
respondent indicates tribal groups are responsible, and ‘0’ otherwise. The final ‘ethnic’
variable is coded as ‘1’ for responses indicating either religious or tribal groups are respon-
sible, and ‘0’ otherwise. By coding a series of binary variables, we can test Hypotheses 1a,
1b, and 1c with a dependent variable representing ethnic groups (Hypothesis 1a), religious
groups (Hypothesis 1b), and tribal groups (Hypothesis 1c).
The second survey question focuses on the issues involved in conflict: ‘Which of the
following issues do you think is the biggest MAJOR CAUSE of the type of violence
described in the article when it occurs in Jos?’ and the possible responses include religious
and tribal issues as well as other issues unrelated to ethnicity. Similar to above, three binary
variables are created: (1) a combined ‘ethnic’ issues variable coded ‘1’ if a respondent indi-
cates either a religious or tribal issue as the cause, (2) a religious variable coded ‘1’ if a
religious issue is indicated, and (3) a tribal variable coded ‘1’ if a tribal issue is indicated.
Results
The left column of Figure 1 illustrates the effects of the three treatments on the likelihood
that individuals blame combined ethic, religious, or tribal groups.8 The framing of the con-
flict in the treatment as either tribal or religious has little effect on whether or not respon-
dents blame religious or tribal groups for the conflict.9 Indeed, in many cases the prompts
appear to have a negative effect on whether respondents blame these groups. These results
are supported by logistic regression analysis (see Table 1), which indicates no statistically
significant direct relationships between any of the treatments and blame towards religious
or tribal groups. The logistic regression does indicate a statistically significant relationship
between the religious and combined ethnic treatment and the combined ‘ethnic’ dependent
variable, but the relationships are opposite of the hypothesized relationship. Hypotheses
1a, 1b, and 1c are, therefore, not supported by the evidence.
These results do not necessarily suggest that religious and tribal identities are innate or
unchanging, as arguments regarding the malleability of various ethnic identities typically
rely on attempts to exploit ethnic cleavages for political gain (Chandra, 2006, 2012;
Chandra & Wilkinson, 2008; Cordell & Wolff, 2010, p. 15; Horowitz, 2001, pp. 52–
54), whereas the treatments in this study were framed as impartial news or information.
The above results may mean that individuals are relatively set in terms of the groups
they feel are responsible for local communal conflict, but it may also mean that the treat-
ments, as clear as they are in terms of tribal or religious responsibility, are not ‘strong’
enough to alter these predispositions.
A third possibility is that the framing of events as either religious or tribal may have dif-
fering influences on individual perceptions of the underlying issues driving conflict, as we
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in fact find. For instance, all of the treatments appear to increase the proportion of respon-
dents that indicate religious issues as the cause of the conflict (illustrated in the second plot
in the right column of Figure 1), with proportions tests confirming these differences are
statistically significant in one-tailed tests at the p < 0.1 level.10
Furthermore, logistic regression analysis (see Table 2) indicates that the religious and
tribal treatments seem to increase the proportion of respondents indicating an ‘ethnic’ or
religious cause of the conflict (see first column of Table 2). Comparing the religious
and tribal issues (second and third column), however, indicates the treatments have no dis-
cernable influence on the likelihood respondents indicate tribal issues as the cause, even
Table 1. Logistic regressions of the ‘blame’ dependent variable: first column reports the binary
variable representing the combined ethnic responses (‘1’ is local religious or tribal group), the next
column reports the binary religious response variable (‘1’ is local religious groups only), and the final
column reports the binary tribal response variable (‘1’ is local tribal groups only)
‘Ethnic’ DV ‘Religious’ DV ‘Tribal’ DV
Religious treatment −0.24* −0.22 −0.16
(0.14) (0.16) (0.21)
Tribal treatment −0.09 −0.21 0.15
(0.14) (0.16) (0.21)
Ethnic treatment −0.27* −0.20 −0.26
(0.14) (0.16) (0.23)
Constant −0.61** −1.14** −2.10**
(0.09) (0.10) (0.14)
n 1,769 1,769 1,769
p > χ2 0.18 0.42 0.29
Log Likelihood −1105.70 −921.52 −586.48
Note: Parentheses contain standard errors, and * = p < 0.1, ** = p < 0.05 (two-tailed test).
Table 2. Logistic regressions of ‘issues’ response variable: first column reports the combined
ethnic response as the dependent variable (‘1’ coded for either religious or tribal issue response),
second column reports the religious response as the dependent variable (‘1’ coded for religious issue
response only), and final column reports the tribal response as the dependent variable (‘1’ coded for
tribal issue response only)
‘Ethnic’ DV ‘Religious’ DV ‘Tribal’ DV
Religious treatment 0.24* 0.30** −0.10
(0.14) (0.14) (0.18)
Tribal treatment 0.40** 0.27* 0.18
(0.15) (0.14) (0.18)
Ethnic treatment 0.25* 0.19 0.09
(0.14) (0.14) (0.18)
Constant 0.28** −0.45** −1.52**
(0.10) (0.10) (0.12)
n 1,585 1,585 1,585
p > χ2 0.05 0.13 0.46
Log Likelihood −1048.39 −1082.27 −758.89
Note: Parentheses contain standard errors, and * = p < 0.1, ** = p < 0.05 (two-tailed test).
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when the treatment clearly states that the conflict was tribal in nature. On the other hand,
both the religious and tribal treatments are associated with an increase in identifying reli-
gious issues as the cause of conflict. Hypothesis 2a and 2b, therefore receive some support
from these results, but the tribal issue hypothesis (Hypothesis 2c) does not.
The implication here is that research that aggregates dimensions of identity into a single
‘ethnic’ measure potentially mis-specifies identity and overlooks the explanatory potential
of different ethnic dimensions. In Jos, for example, we find that the religious dimension is
more salient than tribal identity in explaining how individuals view local conflict, but there
are many potential cleavages among religious groups as well. To illustrate this, we disag-
gregate Muslim and Christian subsamples, and find that Christians and Muslims perceive
causes of conflict quite differently (see Figures 4 and 5 in the appendix). Although neither
religious group is willing to blame religious groups (left columns of Figures 4 and 5 in the
appendix), Christians are more likely to identify religious issues as the underlying cause of
the conflict, regardless of the treatment that is presented, while Muslims are not (right
columns of Figures 4 and 5 in the appendix). Table 3 summarizes a logistic regression
analysis that supports this finding for the religious issues dependent variable.
The status of groups may colour interpretations of communal violence with potentially
important short- and long-term consequences for peacebuilding attempts. For example,
Muslims may be more directly affected by the debates about which tribal groups are ‘indi-
genous,’ as this issue disproportionately affects Hausa-Fulani populations in the region
(see Human Rights Watch, 2006; Kwaja, 2011). Since Jos was established as a tin
mining town during colonial rule and attracted migrants from different parts of Nigeria,
including many Hausa from northern Nigeria, the designation of the Hausa population
as non-indigenous has long been hotly contested, with both sides asserting claims to orig-
inal settlement and therefore ‘ownership’ of Jos (Best, 2008; Kwaja, 2011; Milligan,
2013). This cleavage is reinforced by the vague treatment of indigenous identity in Niger-
ia’s constitution and by contestation at the local government level over who should be
counted as an indigene (Higazi, 2011, p. 10). Jos’more restrictive recognition of indigene-
ity and the political use of indigeneity certificates has contributed to the city’s tensions, as
non-indigenes are disadvantaged in their access to employment, university education and
Table 3. Logistic regressions of ‘religious issues’ response variable: first column reports those that
identifies as Christians, while the second column reports those that identified as Muslim
‘Religious Issues’: Christians ‘Religious Issues’: Muslims
Religious treatment 0.38** 0.005
(0.17) (0.30)
Tribal treatment 0.59** −0.32
(0.18) (0.32)





p > χ2 0.006 0.698
Log Likelihood −731.428 −251.254
Note: Parentheses contain standard errors, and * = p < 0.1, ** = p < 0.05 (two-tailed test).
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scholarships, land, the civil service, and political representation (Human Rights Watch,
2006; Krause, 2011; Kwaja, 2011; Madueke & Vermeulen, 2018, p. 45; Ostien, 2009).11
Christians, on the other hand, are more likely to view these conflicts as motivated by
underlying religious issues. In Plateau state and more broadly, Christians suspect
Muslim northerners of a nefarious religio-political agenda to ‘conquer’ Nigeria, and
Muslims are suspicious of the rapid growth of an evangelistic and highly decentralized
Pentecostal-charismatic Christianity (Marshall, 2009, p. 229; Paden, 2012; Vinson,
2017, p. 189). While the conflict has various dimensions, ‘[r]eligious identities have
become strongly polarized and one-sided conflict narratives internalized’ (Krause, 2011,
np; see also Segun & Jegede, 2013). And, as Madueke (2018, p. 452) notes, despite the
indigeneity dispute ‘violence has always taken a religious tone. Individuals are maimed
and killed, not because they are indigenes or Hausa, but because they are Christian or
Muslim.’12 Places of worship have also been targeted in the various conflagrations. As a
peacebuilder with one local NGO observed, religious leaders on both sides sometimes con-
tribute to perceptions of inter-religious rivalry by bringing ‘political issues into preaching
and, by implication, preaching hatred, creating fear of the other, and to some extent
encouraging people to rise up… not to accept defeat [from their] opponent.’13
Implications
Do these distinctions affect the potential consequences of conflict? This is a complicated
question, as the potential consequences are manifold. Perceptions of the causes of conflict
could differently shape the views of participants: perceptions of whether conflict is likely
to be solved, whether peace building efforts are likely to be effective, what government
actors or community leaders should intervene, or what types of solutions should be
attempted.
We hope to explore many of these consequences in future work, but it is worth examin-
ing some of these consequences here, both to reinforce the importance of these types of
studies and to reiterate that our assumptions are not always supported by the evidence.
For example, our survey asked whether individuals were hopeful a resolution to conflict
could be reached. We expected that if there were differences in blame between tribal or
religious groups or tribal or religious issues, that these differences might be associated
with optimism or pessimism about the future of violence in the community. If religion
tended to be a more salient dimension of ethnic conflict, then perhaps these individuals
would be pessimistic about the future of conflict, since religious conflicts are seen as
less tractable and face indivisibility hurdles (e.g. Hassner, 2009; Svensson, 2012). This
does not appear to be the case. Tables 3 and 4 in the online appendix detail a cross-tabula-
tion (and accompanying χ2 test) with mixed results. There is no clear association between
responses regarding religious, tribal, or ethnic issues as the causes of the conflict and hope-
fulness about conflict resolution.
There is a significant relationship between beliefs about the ethnic nature of conflict and
the solutions individuals view as critical to resolving the conflict. Figure 6 in the paper
appendix illustrates the distribution of responses to the question ‘Of the possible SOL-
UTIONS for ending this type of violent conflict in Jos, which solution do you think is
the most important?’ The ‘religious solutions’ response is the most common when com-
pared to political, economic, tribal, and other solutions. Thus, religious issues are much
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more likely to be seen as the underlying cause of conflict in Jos (see Table 2 in the online
appendix), and religious solutions are seen as the most vital for solving the conflict.
In what way might the responses to these two questions be related? Table 4 illustrates
that identifying religious issues as important to a conflict is associated with belief that reli-
gious solutions are likewise important, rather than the treatments themselves. In other
words, perceptions of causes tend to depend on whether a conflict is presented as tribal,
religious, or ethnic, while beliefs about solutions tend to depend on whether religious
issues are seen as important. This does not preclude a potential indirect effect between
priming of conflict and solutions, as results in Table 2 clearly indicate that the treatments
influence the responses to the issue question. This once again illustrates the importance of
disaggregating ethnic dimensions, as there may be many interesting causal pathways from
perceptions of conflict to potential peacebuilding. For example, one potential implication
of these findings is that the path to peacebuilding will be difficult if it does not address the
way in which identity has been mapped onto or exacerbates grievances. In the peace
meeting referenced in the introduction to this article, one participant from an active
local NGO argued that peace was impossible between Christians and Muslims in the com-
munity because of the religious motivations and ambitions of the religious other (within
Jos and writ large). For this participant, as echoed in other fieldwork interviews (see
Vinson, 2017), the conflict barriers had taken on a symbolic identity-laden scope, and
other political and economic issues were reinterpreted through a religious lens—e.g.
viewed as rooted in and mobilized by nefarious religious motives. Consequently, conflict
studies must not overlook the various ways in which identity (religious or tribal, in this
case) and communal conflict interweave, something that peacebuilding mediation work
has long been active in (e.g. Chang & Peisakhin, 2019; Ditlmann & Samii, 2016;
Scacco & Warren, 2018; Svensson & Brouneus, 2013). Our findings suggest the
Table 4. Logistic regression where dependent variable is 1 for religious solutions as the most






Religious treatment −0.12 −0.13
(0.15) (0.15)
Tribal treatment −0.04 −0.04
(0.15) (0.16)
Ethnic treatment 0.02 0.01
(0.15) (0.15)
Religious issues 1.51*** 1.46***
(0.12) (0.32)
Tribal issues 0.20 0.14
(0.16) (0.34)
Economic issues - −0.10
- (0.37)




n = 1,542; * p < 0.1; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01.
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importance of understanding how identity becomes a source of cleavage in a community
and how the narrative or re-framing of religious (or other) ideas and values can be effec-
tively achieved (e.g. inclusion of religious leaders in dialogue work). Deconstructing
stereotypes, prejudice, and identity-based ‘othering’ may help to defuse the mobilizing
capacity of underlying political or economic grievances.
Conclusion
The dynamics of the Jos, Nigeria conflict allow us to examine whether ethnic identities—in
a context of overlapping tribal and religious cleavages—distinctly shape locals’ percep-
tions of the causes of violence. We find that Jos respondents are circumspect or divided
when assigning blame to religious or tribal groups, even when exposed to one of the
ethnic conflict frames. Although contrary to what we hypothesized, it does comport
with discussions with local actors and observations at local peace meetings; individuals
seem torn when asked who is to blame for Jos violence, or they accuse every type of
actor. However, we find that when violence was framed in religious or tribal terms, this
significantly shaped respondents’ views of the conflict issues. We find that respondents
are more likely to view religious issues at the root of violence, even when prompted to
reflect on tribal violence in their community. Additionally, there are clear sub-group
differences, with Christians more likely to blame the conflict on religious issues compared
to Muslims.
Similar to Canetti et al. (2019), Kolås (2017), and a host of scholars discussed in the
literature review, our findings emphasize the broader insights to be gained from moving
beyond aggregate studies of ethnic politics or conflict to explore its local or micro dimen-
sions. Despite the ‘labels’ policy-makers or scholars attach to ethnic conflict, there is
nuance embedded in the meaning of those labels to those affected by conflict. Consistent
with the social psychology literature, the local constructions of the identity-conflict nexus
are significant for inter-group attitudes and conflict.
Although we primarily explore how the different ethnic identities shape conflict atti-
tudes, we also provide preliminary analysis of important implications. We know from
scholarship on identity politics that ethnic associations can shape in-group/out-group
attitudes such as discrimination, stereotypes, and policy preferences (e.g. Charnysh
et al., 2015; Kalin & Siddiqui, 2020; Robinson, 2016; Selvanathan & Leidner, 2020;
Smirnova & Lliev, 2017; Tusicisny, 2017). Like Canetti et al. (2019), we argue that
the identity frame individuals associate with conflict also has important peacebuilding
or conflict resolution implications. First, our finding that respondents do not necessarily
blame the relevant ethnic out-group associated with the violence in our prompts can be
viewed optimistically. As McDoom (2012, p. 122) discusses, one would expect that as
conflict intensifies or persists over time, as it has in Jos, that individuals would more
readily assign blame to the opposing group through a process of denigration, ‘deindivi-
dualization,’ and intensified othering of the out-group. In contrast, our analysis suggests
that prospects for peacebuilding initiatives may not be futile in their attempts to bring
communities together across identity lines, even in a highly divided and segregated con-
flict community.
Second, however, given that those who received an identity-based conflict prompt in
our study are more likely to view the conflict as rooted in religious issues, and view reli-
gious solutions as central to conflict resolution, we expect that any peacebuilding success
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in Jos will be dependent on addressing religion as both a contributing factor to the con-
flict and a necessary solution. These findings push back against work—particularly in the
rational choice vein—that tends to treat religion as epiphenomenal and subsidiary to the
‘true’ political or material/economic factors driving conflict (see Bellin, 2008, pp. 317–
318 for discussion). Although political and economic factors are associated with conflict
causes and issues,14 we find that individual’s perceptions of how identity maps onto local
conflict is powerful in shaping how they view Jos residents’ experience of violence. Reli-
gious issues are seen as particularly salient dimension of the violence, and religious sol-
utions are viewed as critical for those who think of the violence through an identity lens.
Assuming violence is only the result of political and economic issues, although certainly
part of the story of Jos’ history and grievances, is insufficient for understanding how
those who experience the violence actually think about it. Likewise, disaggregating
the different dimensions of ethnic identity is critical for understanding how conflict in
locations such as Jos begin, recur, and are ultimately addressed peacefully. We agree
with Canetti et al.’s (2019, p. 749) conclusion that ‘a successful pathway to peace
must be a sophisticated one, tailored to address the way in which the core issues are
uniquely framed by each party involved.’ Attempts to bring communities together are
less about the broad strokes of ethnicity and more about the particulars of how people
perceive ethnic differences.
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Notes
1. Note that references to ‘tribe’ or ‘tribal identity’ are not intended to be derogatory or imply something
backward about African or Nigerian society. While some scholars prefer to use the ‘ethnic’ or ‘ethno-
linguistic’ descriptors, we use the term tribe or ethno-tribal for two important reasons. First, the desig-
nation ‘ethnic’ is commonly used as an umbrella category for various ethnic identities – e.g. language,
caste, race, tribe, and religion (Chandra, 2012, p. 9; Chandra &Wilkinson, 2008, p. 519; Horowitz, 1985,
p. 53). This can be confusing when talking about two categories of ethnicity. Second, and more impor-
tantly, Nigerians themselves refer to their ethno-linguistic or kinship identity as their tribal affiliation, as
is common throughout Africa (Miguel, 2004, p. 329; Posner, 2007, pp. 1303–1304).
2. Note that we use communal and ethnic violence or riots interchangeably, consistent with work by other
scholars (e.g. Horowitz, 2001, p. 1).
3. Initially, we collected 2,209 surveys. We deleted 17 surveys that were flagged by research assistants as
problematic (e.g. a case where the randomization protocol for household participants failed), and there
were 139 incomplete surveys (i.e. no ending time stamp was recorded). The larger issue was that despite
daily efforts to monitor research assistants, we discovered a cluster of surveys that took an incredibly
short amount of time, and were tied to a single research assistant. We discovered that this research assist-
ant had fabricated surveys, and as a precaution, all 284 surveys in which this individual was involved
were removed from the sample. A data appendix containing more information can be found at http://
peterrudloff.net/files/jos_data_appendix.pdf.
4. There may be political or logistical reasons for placing polling stations other than population density.
Political leaders might place polling stations in locations that are more easily defended from attack. A
political regime, to ensure that a group is underrepresented in an election, might provide relatively
few polling places in certain ethnic areas. This introduces potential bias along ethnic dimensions.
5. We further discuss the ethical challenges of carrying out this type of research in an area that has experi-
enced communal conflict in a subsequent methods paper (Rudloff & Vinson, in press).
6. The full set of questions are available from the authors.
7. See Rudloff and Vinson (in press) for the discussion of the ethical considerations and procedures adopted
to design this project in a manner sensitive to the Jos environment and participants’ experiences of com-
munal violence.
8. Tables 1 and 2 in the paper appendix contain full cross-tabulations of the treatments and key issue and
group dependent variables. A significant number of respondents identified political and economic factors
as important, other in terms of blame and the issues causing the conflict. This is unsurprising, given that
the intersection of economic and political factors with the identity-based factors we are interested in for
this paper (e.g. see Vinson & Rudloff, in press). Although the purpose of this paper is on the importance
of disaggregating identity dimensions of conflict, it is important to note that this does not preclude the
importance of material factors.
9. Additionally, across all four treatments, a sizeable portion of respondents (between 22 and 29 percent)
blame ‘terrorists’ for the violence in Jos (see Table 1 in the appendix), suggesting that the increase in
Boko Haram violence in northern Nigeria since 2011 is influencing how individuals interpret communal
violence.
10. For the religious treatment, proportion(religious treatment) > proportion(control) leads to p = 0.0157; for
tribal treatment, proportion(tribal treatment) > proportion(control) leads to p = 0.0305; and for combined
ethnic treatment, proportion(ethnic treatment) > proportion(control) leads to p = 0.0858.
11. The creation of Jos North from the larger Jos Local Government Area in 1991 exacerbated the politics of
indigeneity and Jos ownership, as indigenous groups perceived this move by the national government as
effectively ceding to the Hausa population control of the main Jos metropolis, the majority in this area
(Ostien, 2009, pp. 8–9; Kwaja, 2011; Krause, 2011; Vinson, 2017, p. 212ff). There have long been
calls for the federal government to address the constitution’s vague definition of indigeneity, as it
allows state and local governments to determine at their own whim or for political interests who
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‘legitimately’ deserves certificates of indigeneity (e.g. Human RightsWatch, 2006; Kwaja, 2011; Osaretin
& Akov, 2013).
12. Human Rights Watch (2001) discusses how religion was used as a litmus test in the Jos 2001
conflagration.
13. Anonymous, interview by Laura Thaut Vinson, March 30, 2011, Jos, Nigeria.
14. Indeed, Table 1 in the paper appendix indicates that political actors are seen as more commonly to blame
than religious or tribal groups, and Table 2 in the paper appendix indicates that political issues are seen as
the second most important cause behind religious issues.
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